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Aftab Pureval, a Democrat seeking to unseat a
Republican congressman in Ohio, knows the
political risks in calling for gun restrictions -

and taking on the powerful National Rifle Association,
which has spent more than $115,000 supporting his
opponent over the years. But after a spate of school
shootings, including February’s massacre at a high
school in Parkland, Florida, Pureval believes voters in
the Republican-leaning district have had enough of
congressional inaction. “The leaders that they sent to
Washington, DC, to represent them have had their
opportunity time and time again - and time and time
again, they have failed,” Pureval, 35, said after a rally
with gun-safety activist and former congresswoman
Gabby Giffords, who suffered brain damage from a
gunshot in 2011. 

A Reuters analysis shows Pureval is among
Democrats in the most competitive U.S. congressional
races who have embraced gun control in far greater
numbers than in 2016, defying the conventional wis-
dom that doing so is a losing proposition in close con-
tests. Thirty-eight of the 59 Democrats backed by the
party’s “Red-to-Blue” campaign - targeting vulnerable
Republican districts - have supported gun restrictions
in their official platforms, a review of campaign web-
sites shows. Several others separately released state-
ments calling for limits. 

At this point in the 2016 election cycle, only four of
36 Red-to-Blue candidates backed gun limits in their
platforms, according to a Reuters review of archived
campaign websites. Reuters was unable to examine
the websites for two candidates in the program that
year. November’s midterm elections will test whether
gun violence has become a defining issue for US vot-
ers in the wake of the Parkland shooting that killed 17
students and staff and reignited a nationwide move-
ment for stricter gun laws after a campaign by student
survivors. 

Nearly all the Democrats in the three dozen most
competitive races for the US House of Representatives
wrote multiple social media posts touting their support
for anti-gun legislation and for the student-led protest,
according to a Reuters review of their postings. But
many Democrats have modulated their message,
avoiding inflammatory terms such as “gun control” and
voicing support for basic gun rights with “common-
sense” reforms. 

Political risks remain. In past cycles, advocates for
gun safety struggled to match the might of the
National Rifle Association (NRA), the leader of the
gun-rights lobby, which views any limits as an assault
on the US Constitution. Reuters/Ipsos polling data
shows gun-rights supporters are particularly motivat-
ed to vote in November. “It’s been a big concern for
Democratic candidates that a lot of people will sup-
port gun control - but won’t make it an issue on which
they’ll base their vote,” said University of California-
Los Angeles professor Adam Winkler, the author of
“Gunfight: The Battle over the Right to Bear Arms in
America.” 

In 2014, the last midterm election, the NRA report-
ed $27 million in independent spending to back candi-
dates who oppose gun limits, compared to $8.6 million
by gun-control groups, according to the non-partisan
Center for Responsive Politics. The NRA did not
respond to multiple requests for comment on its strat-
egy for this year’s midterms. Democrats believe now is
the time to capitalize on the issue, said Tyler Law, a
spokesman for the Democratic Congressional
Campaign Committee. “Republican inaction will con-
tinue to generate political backlash and help
Democrats take back the House,” he said. 

A spokesman for the Republican Party’s congres-
sional campaign arm, Jesse Hunt, said the politics of
gun violence would play out differently in every dis-
trict and that the party’s candidates would pick their
own positions. U.S. Representative Steve Chabot, the
Ohio Republican running against Pureval, said he had
heard from voters on both sides of the gun issue. “I
don’t think anyone knows if it’s going to have an
impact” on the election, said Chabot, who is uncon-
vinced more gun restrictions will prevent violence. 

Targeting suburban voters 
Democrats have long feared that support for gun

restrictions would cost them the backing of blue-collar
swing voters - the group widely credited with tipping
the presidential contest to Republican Donald Trump
in 2016. This year, a different voter bloc could help
Democrats flip the 23 Republican seats needed to take
control of the House: educated, suburban women who
might normally lean Republican but see gun violence
as increasingly personal, said Stuart Rothenberg, an
analyst with the non-partisan website Inside Elections. 

Reuters/Ipsos polling shows support for gun con-
trol has risen over time, from 57 percent of Americans
who supported strong or moderate firearms restric-
tions in 2012 to 68 percent this year. Women are more
likely to support restrictions, up from 63 percent in
2012 to 72 percent in 2018. The problem with pushing
gun-control in suburban districts is that many are not
entirely suburban, said Kyle Kondik, an analyst at the
University of Virginia Center for Politics. 

“A lot of these districts have rural components that
are not at all receptive to messages of gun control,” he
said. Many Democrats seeking Republican-held seats
have made opposition to the gun lobby a feature of
their campaigns. — Reuters

Dems embrace 
gun control 
despite risks

Pakistan’s World Cup cricket hero Imran Khan is set
to become prime minister of the nuclear-armed
nation of 207 million, with an economy inching

toward crisis and perennial conflict on its borders. Running
the country will take considerable statecraft from Khan’s
relatively inexperienced party. He brings charisma, interna-
tional name recognition and a sizeable election victory,
though not enough to form a majority government. But
critics say his star is diminished by sympathy towards
extremists, and the unsportsmanlike nature of his win,
which is widely alleged to have been fixed for him by
Pakistan’s generals. His first challenge is cobbling together
a coalition. Here is a rundown of the issues Khan and his
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party will face once at the
political crease.

Demagogue or democrat?
Khan has spent much of his political career as a pop-

ulist agitator promising change rather than actually pass-
ing laws. “Imran Khan has been his own man. He doesn’t
even go to parliament,” said political commentator Fasi
Zaka. “He’s been practiced in protest for five years.” PTI,
meanwhile, has only ever governed in a provincial setting.
The learning curve at the national level will be steep. His
success could depend on the coalition his party manages
to form, and whether the outgoing Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz and once-powerful Pakistan People’s Party
(PPP) end up joining hands in opposition. 

Analysts have said it should be straightforward for
Khan to form a coalition with independents and small
Islamist parties, as they know he is favored by the power-
ful military.  But he has already created unease by pan-
dering to Islamists during the campaign, and such a
coalition could fuel fears his government will cater to the
religious right.

Relations with military
To Khan’s rivals, he is the military’s “blue-eyed boy”.

However he will not be the first premier to take office on
good terms with the armed forces. The fate of the last
elected prime minister Nawaz Sharif, once favored by the
generals only to be ousted and jailed, should prove a cau-
tionary tale. There have long been questions over the
extent to which the military, which has ruled Pakistan for
roughly half its history, wanted to work with the mercuri-
al Khan - and how much it simply wanted to install a pli-
ant government that - unlike Sharif’s - would not chal-

lenge its power and policies. “When he wants to wield
power, does it converge with the military or clash?”
asked retired general and analyst Talat Masood. “I think
it’s a big question mark.”

Economy 
All indicators suggest Khan’s government will immedi-

ately have to approach the IMF for what would be the
country’s 13th bailout from the fund. “Exports are down,
debt is up, the macro indicators are pretty poor,” said
Sehar Tariq with the US Institute of Peace. But an IMF
bailout would likely hamper his aim of creating an Islamic
welfare system, at least in the short-term. The other option
may be further borrowing from China. But there are
already concerns about Pakistan’s ability to hold up its end

of an opaque deal that is seeing Beijing pour billions in
investment into the country.

Corruption 
When Khan first entered politics in the mid-90s, his

goals were straightforward - rein in endemic corruption
and weed out the venal political elite. But before the
election he stirred controversy by bringing in so-called
“electables” - politicians with huge vote banks but with-
out clean records on corruption. Catering to theses elec-
tables and newly-minted coalition partners while trying
to excise corruption may prove difficult. PTI has also
vowed to force Pakistanis to pay their taxes - but there is
a long way to go, with only around one percent of the
population complying. “People don’t pay taxes because
they see how our ruling elite spends that money,” said
Khan during a victory speech last week. “I will protect
the people’s tax money.”

International relations 
Pakistan is surrounded by enemies, has fallen out with

its tenuous ally the US and has become overly dependent
on its relationship with Beijing, some analysts say. Khan
has already vowed to rebalance Islamabad’s relationship
with the US, months after US President Donald Trump
suspended security aid over Islamabad’s alleged failure to
target militancy along its borders. But, said Tariq, “the road
to better relations with Pakistan and the US is not a direct
road... it goes through Afghanistan”. 

And Afghanistan may prove a sore spot. Khan has criti-
cized the role of the US there in the past, which is not like-
ly to endear him to Washington now. He has also called for
open borders - a stark contrast to his military’s highly-
publicized efforts to build a costly fence to seal the fron-
tier. Khan has also vowed to improve trade with arch-rival
India and discuss disputed regions such as Kashmir, while
reaching out to Beijing by invoking China as an example in
his victory speech. — AFP 
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will be steep

Trump sees 
like-minded 
European 
in Conte

US President Donald Trump receives
Italian Prime Minister Giuseppe
Conte yesterday, welcoming to the

White House a European populist with like-
minded views on immigration and trade. The
visit will begin with a one-on-one meeting
followed by more extensive bilateral discus-
sions, the White House said. “Italy is an
important NATO Ally, a leading partner in
Afghanistan and Iraq, and key in bringing
stability to the Mediterranean region,” the
White House said in announcing the visit last
month, the new prime minister’s first.

Trump praised Conte as “great” after
meeting him at the recent G7 summit in
Canada, where they warmly shook hands
during the family photo. Conte is “very
strong on immigration - like I am, by the
way,” said Trump, who has pursued a poli-
cy of “zero tolerance” for illegal immigra-
tion, a crackdown that led to hundreds of
children being separated from parents who
crossed into the United States from
Mexico without papers.

Conte was chosen to lead the Italian gov-
ernment by the leaders of parties that won
March elections: the euro skeptic Five Star
Movement and the far-right League party.
The Italian press has suggested the meeting
will serve to boost Conte’s profile, often
overshadowed by his deputy prime ministers
and those parties’ exuberant leaders: Matteo
Salvini of the League party, and Luigi Di
Maio of the Five Star Movement.

Conte wants to reform the Dublin
Regulation, the EU law that says asylum

requests should be the responsibility of a
single member country, usually the one
where the refugee first arrived. Italy argues
that the law places an unfair burden on
countries that border the Mediterranean,
and its new populist government has
stepped up pressure on other EU countries
to share responsibility for arriving refugees.
It has closed Italy’s ports to migrants and
turned back several ships carrying refugees
rescued at sea, threatening the future of
those operations.

Friend of Russia 
Both Trump and Conte also favor better

relations with Russia. Already deeply at odds
with US allies on trade, the environment and
Iran, opened another front in Canada by
calling for Russia to be brought back into G7
meetings, ending its isolation over its 2014
annexation of Crimea. “I think it would be
good for Russia, I think it would be good for
the United States, I think it would be good
for all of the countries of the current G7,”
Trump said. Conte, who was making his
international debut at the G7, said he agreed
with Trump, setting himself apart from his
European colleagues. On trade, the two men
share the same skepticism when it comes to
free trade: Trump has blasted several inter-
national pacts such as NAFTA and the
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), while Conte
refused to ratify the CETA free trade agree-
ment between the EU and Canada.

Missed target 
But according to Nick Ottens of the

Atlantic Council, Trump “may not find the
ally he expects” in Conte. On trade, the new
Italian government’s skepticism of multina-
tional agreements risks Trump’s goal of elim-
inating all EU customs tariffs, according to
Ottens. Meanwhile, in the defense realm,
Italy has said it has no chance of reaching
the target spending of two percent of GDP -
let alone Trump’s stated goal of four percent
at the latest NATO summit. — AFP

Imran Khan’s difficult road ahead as PM

Hairdressing gives 
Syrians dream 
of independence

As a Syrian refugee in Lebanon,
Nour knows life can be tough.
So the 15-year-old leapt at the

chance to train as a hairdresser with
L’Oreal, hoping one day to open her
own salon in whichever country she
ends up. “Sometimes life can knock
you down, so you need to be able to
stand on your own feet,” she said,
keeping water out of the eyes of a
training mannequin having its hair
washed in a classroom in Lebanon’s
Bekaa valley.

Around 20 Syrian and Lebanese
girls and women will study hairdress-
ing for six months under the L’Oreal
Foundation’s Beauty for a Better Life
program, earning an internationally
recognized certificate if they are suc-
cessful. “The certificate will support
us. We don’t know what could hap-
pen to us, especially me. Maybe I
won’t be able to continue my educa-
tion,” said Nour, who grew up in
Syria’s Idlib before war forced her
out. She declined to give her full
name for safety reasons.

Lebanon has the world’s highest
share of refugees compared with its
population, with around one in four
people a refugee. Syria’s war has
killed an estimated half a million peo-
ple, driven some 5.6 million people
out of the country and displaced
around 6.6 million within it. Many
Syrians moved to the Lebanese town
of Bar Elias where the training salon

is located, just 10 km from the Syrian
border, doubling its population and
putting pressure on services and
squeezing job opportunities. The
United Nations classifies Bar Elias as
one of the areas in Lebanon with the
most vulnerable refugee and host
communities and aid has been direct-
ed there to help Syrians and
Lebanese. 

The salon sits within an all-girls
school built by the Kayany
Foundation, a Lebanese educational
charity. “The (L’Oreal) academy gives
them the chance to be able to take
their lives back in their hands and
build a better future anywhere in the
world, especially if one day they
manage to return to Syria,” Nora
Jumblatt, head of the Kayany
Foundation, told Reuters.

As the Syrian army, backed by
Iran and Russia, has recovered more
territory, some Lebanese officials
have stepped up calls for refugees to
return to parts of Syria where vio-
lence died down. However, UN offi-
cials and foreign donor states to
Lebanon have said conditions for
returns are not yet right, and many
refugees say they are too scared to
go home. But it is difficult for Syrians
to find legal, secure work in Lebanon,
with many scraping by on aid and
low-paid jobs in sectors such as agri-
culture and construction.

Manal, 30, who lost her husband to
Syria’s war and fled to Lebanon with
her children, is determined to get her
certificate from the beauty academy
and do the best for her family. “I’m
not educated and that’s the biggest
blow for me ... I can’t work as any-
thing,” she said, using a false name to
protect her identity. — Reuters 


